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ABSTRACT
Improving the expressiveness of virtual humans is essential for
qualitative interactions and development of an emotional bond. It
is certainly indicated for all applications using the user’s cogni-
tive processes, such as applications dedicated to training or health.
Our study aims to contribute to the design of an expressive vir-
tual human, by identifying and adapting visual factors promoting
transcription of emotions. In this paper, we investigate the effect
of expressive wrinkles and variation of pupil size. We propose to
compare the recognition of basic emotions on a real human and
on an expressive virtual human. The virtual human was subject
to two different factors: expressive wrinkles and/or pupil size. Our
results indicate that emotion recognition rates on the virtual agent
are high. Moreover, expressive wrinkles affect emotion recognition.
The effect of pupillary size is less significant. However, both are
recommended to design an expressive virtual human.
CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-Centered Computing → Human Computer Inter-
action (HCI).
KEYWORDS
Emotions, expressiveness, facial animation, dynamic wrinkles, pupil
dilation, affective computing, virtual human
ACM Reference Format:
Anne-Sophie Milcent, Erik Geslin, Abdelmajid Kadri, and Simon Richir. 2019.
Expressive Virtual Human: Impact of expressive wrinkles and pupillary
size on emotion recognition. In ACM International Conference on Intelligent
Virtual Agents (IVA ’19), July 2–5, 2019, PARIS, France. ACM, New York, NY,
USA, 3 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3308532.3329446
Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored.
For all other uses, contact the owner/author(s).
IVA ’19, July 2–5, 2019, PARIS, France
© 2019 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-6672-4/19/07.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3308532.3329446
1 INTRODUCTION
Designing an expressive virtual human requires understanding
the representation of emotions in humans. Nonverbal communica-
tion and especially facial expressions provide essential information
about the emotional state of the user. Researchers made recommen-
dations about transcribing of emotions on a virtual human [16].
In expressive virtual human design, expressiveness and realism
are essential. Expressiveness depends on the animations related to
expressions and body movement transcription. A lack in anima-
tion usually results in what is called the Uncanny Valley [14]. The
user and his experience are affected by the realism of the virtual
agents and the emotions they convey [1]. Users may feel a form
of attachment to these characters, depending in particular on their
level of realism and their behavior. This paper presents the effect of
expressive wrinkles and pupillary size to enhance the recognition
of emotion on a virtual human. The purpose of this study is to
contribute to the improvement of recommendations for the design
of an expressive virtual human.
2 RELATEDWORK
2.1 Recognition of emotions
In order to evaluate and compare the recognition of emotions be-
tween a photorealistic virtual human and a real human, multiple
studies have been conducted on the representation of emotions,
notably in static or dynamic rendering. Dynamic representation of
expression on a virtual face increases accuracy during recognition
and reduces confusion [10].
Dyck demonstrates a similarity in recognizing basic emotions of
virtual and real human [3]. The recognition of negative emotion on
a virtual agent was also studied [9]. The chosen emotions were fear,
anger, disgust and pain. Disgust is confused with fear and anger. For
all the other emotions, a positive correlation between expression
stimuli and participant evaluation has been observed.
2.2 Expressive wrinkles for the expression of
emotions
Before transcribing it to virtual humans, the functioning and use-
fulness of wrinkles on humans needs to be understood. There are
two kinds of wrinkles. Static wrinkles are related to age. They don’t
change according to movement or emotional state. Dynamics wrin-
kles, such as the expressive wrinkles, are a deformation of the skin
due to the contraction of a muscle [11]. They can be related to
emotional reactions.
The integration of expressive wrinkles on virtual humans is
recommended as dynamic wrinkles increase realism [15]. Their
representation, with wrinkle maps, is complicated because they
appear and evolve according to emotional state. A wrinkle map is
a texture including topography information related to expressive
wrinkles and is applied to the mesh of the virtual face.
2.3 Variation of pupil size for the expression of
emotions
The orientation of the gaze and the variation of the pupil diameter
are expressiveness factors in humans. The pupil size of a human can
vary from 1.5 to 9mm. It reacts to a change in brightness (to optimize
vision) but also to cognitive processes [18]. The variation of pupil
size has an important role for interactions between humans, for the
perception of others and their emotional state [8]. The diameter of
the pupils varies depending on the emotions. They contract for the
emotion of disgust, anger and sadness [7, 8, 12]. In opposition, they
dilate for joy, surprise and fear [8, 12]. Gaze: eye contact, blinking,
dilation of the pupils are beneficial and necessary to design a virtual
agent and must be taken into consideration [13].
3 EXPERIMENT SETUP AND DATA
COLLECTION
We have 82 participants including 56 male and 26 female subjects
(aged 20 to 52 years, M=28.23, SD=0.87). During the study, the user
watches 24 videos, in which the six basic emotions are expressed
in four conditions: real human R, virtual human V, virtual human
without pupil size V-P, virtual human without expressive wrinkles
V-W. The user chooses an emotion and indicates his certainty level,
using a Likert scale (1=not sure, 5=very sure).
3.1 Designing of the expressive virtual human
To design the expressive virtual human, we bought a photogramme-
try 3D scan of a face. We adapted it to be compatible with real-time
constraints and we improved textures. For the transcription of emo-
tions, we have designed part of the Action Unit on our character [5].
In order to set up and adapt pupil size depending on the emotion, we
have created two blendshapes to dilate or contract them (Figure 1).
To design the expressive wrinkles, we have recovered topography
information from the 3D scans. Then, we have activated expressive
wrinkles maps depending on the activated AU (Figure 2).
In order to evaluate emotions dynamically on the virtual human,
we needed to opposite it to a real human. We have chosen the video
library MMI (ID100) including videos of a woman expressing basic
emotions [17, 19].
3.2 Hypothesis
H1: The expressive virtual human allows basic emotion recognition
as effective as on a real human.
H2: Expressive wrinkles combined with pupil dilation promote the
recognition of emotion on an expressive virtual human by the user.
Figure 1: Contraction and dilation of pupils
Figure 2: With or without expressive wrinkles
4 RESULTS
Following the experiment, a statistical analysis of the data was
carried out.
4.1 Recognition of emotions on virtual and
real humans
Figure 3: Summary of participants answers (in %) for the
recognition of emotions on real and virtual humans.
The McNemar test was used to analyze the recognition of emo-
tions by comparing two different conditions. There are two signif-
icant differences on the six emotions between the real human R
and the virtual human V. These differences are anger (p=0.002) and
surprise (p<.001), better results for R than V (See Figure 3).
4.2 Impact of the lack of pupil size variations
and the lack of expressive wrinkles
To analyze the impact of the absence of pupil variations and expres-
sive wrinkles on the recognition, we used McNemar test to compare
results between the different conditions of the virtual human. There
is no significant difference between the virtual human V and the
virtual human without pupil size V-P, and no difference between
the virtual human V and the virtual human without expressive
wrinkles V-W.
4.2.1 Impact of expressive wrinkles and pupillary size on emotion
recognition between virtual and real humans. Although there are no
difference between the virtual humans, and in order to obtain more
details about differences in recognition, we compared with the real
human R. There are significant differences for anger (p=0.003) and
surprise (p<0.001) between the real human R and the virtual human
who that does not dilate or contract its pupils according to emotions
V-P (see Figure 3).
Finally, we have compared results between R and the virtual
human who does not have expressive wrinkles V-W. There are
significant differences for anger (p=0.002) and surprise (p<0.001),
better results for R than V-W. Contrary to our ideas, participants
recognize better fear (p=0.006) and sadness (p=0.049) on V-W than
on R.
5 DISCUSSION
One of the aims of this study is to determine if recognition of basic
emotions is as effective on an expressive virtual human as on a
real human. Consistent with previous research [3], it appears that
emotional facial expressions are valued at high rates by partici-
pants. This is certainly related to expressiveness and a high level
of realism due to photogrammetry. Some negative emotions with
low intensities can be confused especially when they have Action
Units in common [9, 10]. Our study allows to see only the face,
whereas emotions generally involve body reactions that could facil-
itate the perception of this emotion [4]. Moreover and in line with
our results, Courgeon recommend a higher intensity to facilitate
recognition of certain emotions [2].
5.1 Effect of the absence of pupillary variation
Our result concerning the impact of the absence of pupillary vari-
ation related to emotional state does not enable to identify a real
consequence for recognition of emotions. We recommend its pres-
ence for realism, but further research is needed to confirm their
impact on emotions recognition, including researches on intensity.
5.2 Effect of the absence of expressive wrinkles
Results show that the evaluation of some basic emotions is affected
by the absence of expressive wrinkles. Furthermore, we analyzed
the level of user’s certainty during the recognition (using a Likert
scale), partipants are more self-confident for the recognition of
anger, disgust, joy and surprise on R than on V-W. To conclude,
we observe a slight tendency to a lesser recognition of anger and
surprise, and an inconvenience in the perception of joy and disgust
in the absence of expressive wrinkles. Finally, fear and sadness are
better recognized on the virtual humanwithout expressive wrinkles.
According to researchers, wrinkles can complicate the recognition
of emotions on older real faces, such as our virtual human [6].
6 CONCLUSION
This study contributes to the exploration and understanding of
emotion transcription in the aim to create emotionally realistic
characters. It is complex to make general recommendations because
each emotion has its own specificity, but it seems that presence of
expressive wrinkles and pupillary size according to emotional state,
have an effect on the evaluation of emotional facial expressions.
The improvement of virtual human expressiveness, by mixing new
techniques such as photogrammetry and respecting basic concepts
such as the FACS, promotes more qualitative interactions and con-
tributes to a more complete user experience, ideal for learning,
inducing a feeling of presence and a better user’s engagement.
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We would like to thank our lab and its teams for guidance and
valuable suggestions throughout our work, and SimforHealth that
finances this PhD thesis work. Moreover, we would like to thank
participants for their interest and their availability.
REFERENCES
[1] Russell Beale and Chris Creed. 2009. Affective interaction: How emotional
agents affect users. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies 67, 9 (2009),
755–776.
[2] Matthieu Courgeon, Stéphanie Buisine, and Jean-Claude Martin. 2009. Impact
of expressive wrinkles on perception of a virtual character’s facial expressions
of emotions. In 9th International Conference, IVA 2009, Sep 2009, Netherlands.
Springer, 201–214.
[3] Miriam Dyck, Maren Winbeck, Susanne Leiberg, Yuhan Chen, Rurben C Gur,
and Klaus Mathiak. 2008. Recognition profile of emotions in natural and virtual
faces. PLoS One 3, 11 (2008).
[4] Paul Ekman. 2007. Emotions revealed: Recognizing faces and feelings to improve
communication and emotional life. Vol. 12. Macmillan.
[5] Paul Ekman and Wallace V Friesen. 1978. Manual for the facial action coding
system. Consulting Psychologists Press (1978).
[6] Mara Fölster, Ursula Hess, and Katja Werheid. 2014. Facial age affects emotional
expression decoding. Frontiers in Psychology 5 (2014), 30.
[7] Neil A Harrison, C Ellie Wilson, and Hugo D Critchley. 2007. Processing of ob-
served pupil size modulates perception of sadness and predicts empathy. Emotion
7, 4 (2007), 724.
[8] Eckhard H Hess. 1975. The role of pupil size in communication. Scientific
American 233, 5 (1975), 110–119.
[9] Philip L Jackson, Pierre-Emmanuel Michon, Erik Geslin, Maxime Carignan, and
Danny Beaudoin. 2015. EEVEE: the Empathy-Enhancing Virtual Evolving Envi-
ronment. Frontiers in human neuroscience (2015).
[10] Jari Kätsyri and Mikko Sams. 2008. The effect of dynamics on identifying basic
emotions from synthetic and natural faces. International Journal of Human-
Computer Studies 66, 4 (2008), 233–242.
[11] Caroline Larboulette and M-P Cani. 2004. Real-time dynamic wrinkles. In Com-
puter Graphics International, 2004. Proceedings. IEEE, 522–525.
[12] Daniel H Lee and Adam K Anderson. 2017. Reading What the Mind Thinks From
How the Eye Sees. Psychological Science 28, 4 (2017), 494–503.
[13] Zheng Li, Xia Mao, and Lei Liu. 2009. Providing expressive eye movement to
virtual agents. Proceedings of the international conference on Multimodal interfaces
- ICMI (2009), 241.
[14] Masahiro Mori. 1970. The Uncanny Valley. Energy 7, 4 (1970), 33–35.
[15] Christopher Oat. 2007. Animated Wrinkle Maps. In ACM SIGGRAPH 2007 Courses
(SIGGRAPH ’07). ACM, New York, NY, USA, 33–37.
[16] Magalie Ochs, Radoslaw Niewiadomski, and Catherine Pelachaud. 2015. 18 Facial
Expressions of Emotions for Virtual Characters. The Oxford Handbook of Affective
Computing (2015), 261.
[17] Maja Pantic, Michel Valstar, Ron Rademaker, and Ludo Maat. 2005. Web-based
database for facial expression analysis. In 2005 IEEE international conference on
multimedia and Expo. IEEE, 5.
[18] Timo Partala and Veikko Surakka. 2003. Pupil size variation as an indication
of affective processing. International journal of human-computer studies 59, 1-2
(2003), 185–198.
[19] Michel Valstar and Maja Pantic. 2010. Induced disgust, happiness and surprise:
an addition to the mmi facial expression database. In Proc. 3rd Intern. Workshop
on EMOTION (satellite of LREC): Corpora for Research on Emotion and Affect. 65.
